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agents who did business together. If these men were not in
touch with the permanent financial establishments of the five or
six big cities of Europe where banking was concentrated, it was
convenient for them to draw bills in one fair and meet them in
the next fair on their itinerary two or three months later. They
were, in fact, carrying on a tradition dating from the Middle
Ages, from a time when the practice of fair payments was
adopted by the greatest of European financiers and presented
the phenomenon of a travelling money-market.

LOCAL CONCENTRATION OF FINANCIAL BUSINESS

The merchants at the fairs of Champagne and Brie perfected
the bill of exchange before the disturbances of the Hundred
Years War made the region unsuitable as the point of concentra-
tion for international commerce. Drafts on the home towns of
the men attending the fairs were cleared by a crude process of
letting off3 during certain days requisitioned for the purpose
towards the end of each fair. When the Champagne fairs began
to decline the merchants and professional exchange dealers
erected similar machinery elsewhere. At the Geneva fairs the
German merchants had made their own peculiar contribution
to monetary practice in the invention of the scutus marcarum, a
fixed reckoning unit in fine gold into which the varying cur-
rency units of the time could one and all be converted at will.
But Geneva lost its importance as a fair town in the fifteenth
century when the French traders withdrew. The Frenchmen
were compelled to support a State scheme for the improvement
of the international mart at Lyons. And it was at Lyons, for two
hundred years the commercial capital of the south, that the
system of periodical bill clearance was now worked out with
the most elaborate refinement by a community of financiers
drawn from Italy and Germany and to some extent from
France itself. The French kings extended the town's quite
exceptional privileges somewhat tentatively at first, since they
were nervous that the national currency might be drained away
in the vast traffic of this frontier mart. But the export trade of
Lyons grew to be very great in the sixteenth century, and, since